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N
o scientific or medical journal can 
survive without the good graces of 
obliging reviewers. However, review-
ers remain unsung heroes and have 
to be satisfi ed with their anonymous lot. Alas, 
here as elsewhere, virtue will have to be its own 
reward. Anonymous peer review, an imperfect 
system, remains the gold standard of evaluation 
of scientifi c worth. Th e notion of who is one’s peer 
is rather fl uid. All of us, I am sure, have had the 
occasion, when our grants were turned down, to 
look at the composition of the reviewing body and 
querulously question whether these nasty people 
were indeed good enough to be our peers. Also, 
haven’t you noticed that there always seems to be 
an inner circle who seem to get grants from their 
friends, and to get their papers accepted in front-
rank journals because they get reviewed by their 
back-scratching friends? Th e whiff  of favoritism 
in the social structure of peer review is a paranoid 
idea; but as with many other paranoid ideas, there 
is some truth, however small, to all these grum-
bles. Perhaps — like democracy — anonymous 
peer review, though not the ideal system, may be 
the best that can be constructed given the con-
straints of the human condition.
Why do reviewers review? Th ey certainly don’t 
get paid for it, even though KI, like many other 
journals, is fi nancially secure, because the income 
it generates is used by the International Society of 
Nephrology to perform its many valuable ‘public 
good’ services. Reviewing is an altruistic behav-
ior. Altruism, like many words, has a diff erent 
meaning when used in a scientifi c rather than a 
colloquial context. In everyday usage, an action 
is regarded as altruistic only if it is performed 
with the intent of benefi ting others; hence it is 
the opposite of egoism. But does that really apply 
to reviewing papers? I know many of us are kind-
hearted and want to make sure somebody else’s 
paper or grant (even that of our competitors!) is 
the best it can be. But I can assure you that edi-
tors believe that the purpose of reviewing is to 
evaluate the rigor by which the argument of the 
paper is presented, documented, and proven. Th at 
the paper will be a more valuable addition to the 
scientifi c literature aft er the review derives from 
that intent.
Auguste Comte coined the term ‘altruism’ to 
mean the moral and political obligation of the 
individual to the greater good of a society rather 
than simple benevolence or charity.1 Amusingly, 
his book is listed by the conservative magazine 
Human Events as among the ten books that did the 
most harm to the world (along with Das Kapital 
and the Communist Manifesto),2 perhaps because 
it forms the justifi cation for the attempts by gov-
ernments to coerce their citizens into doing what-
ever the government defi nes as good works that 
would benefi t the majority. Biological (as opposed 
to social) altruism occurs when an organism per-
forms an action that will benefi t another organism 
at a cost to itself. An intent to benefi t others need 
not be present, since the best examples of altruism 
have been determined in insects, where the idea 
of intent is nonexistent. Biologically determined 
altruism is widespread in species where there is 
complex social organization.
But is reviewing a form of biological altruism? I 
would like to posit that it is. It does come at a cost 
to the reviewer. Aft er all, serious reviewing takes 
a signifi cant amount of concentration, and time 
is taken away from one’s own work. I know that 
the eff ort can be small in the greater scheme of 
things; but this does not apply to being a member 
of an editorial board or grant review panel that 
expects a signifi cant number of reviews from each 
member. Further, it can be asserted that review-
ers, by maintaining the reputation of fi nancially 
secure journals, are actually allowing them to 
make money from the reviewers’ eff orts. Rewards 
for reviewing are modest at best — there are no 
monetary ones, and the kudos of being a mem-
ber of an editorial board, although real (at least 
as far as promotion committees are concerned), 
are fairly small.
In evolutionary terms altruism serves to 
increase the propagation of the community’s 
genes, not one’s own genes. Hence, altruism in 
animals is determined by kin selection: that is, 
altruistic behavior benefi ts only those of similar 
genetic composition. Obviously this also applies 
to humans, for whom charity is supposed to start 
at home. But most human altruism apparently 
occurs without benefi t to kin and takes a large 
number of forms. Rigorous psychological stud-
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ies have recently shown that in a two-person anonymous situa-
tion one can demonstrate that altruistic behavior can readily be 
observed, as seen in the celebrated Prisoner’s Dilemma study 
where two people have the choice to cooperate or not and the 
result oft en turns out to be cooperation.3 Many of these stud-
ies were constructed with the precepts of game theory but with 
real monetary rewards (3 months’ salary).4 Another form can 
be demonstrated when ‘cheating’ or defection or other ‘unfair’ 
behavior is known to induce punishment by one of the players 
in the experiment; punishment is seen as encouraging altruistic 
behavior in the next round of the game. A third form is seen 
when two individuals have strong reciprocal interaction (even 
anonymously), and this reciprocal interaction can also be seen 
in a large group. Here it is interesting to note that studies have 
shown that whereas a signifi cant fraction of the group can show 
altruistic behavior, there always a few ‘freeloaders’, and the alarm-
ing thing is that few free loaders who remain ‘un-punished’ can 
destroy the average cooperativity of the group. Introduction of 
altruistic punishment restores the optimum ‘public good’ behav-
ior. Another clear form of altruistic behavior has been ascribed 
to reputation building. In anonymous reciprocal and group 
interaction, it can be readily demonstrated that development of 
a reputation for altruism is a driving force in behavior. (Of course 
all you have to do to test this is to look at the list of donors to 
major museums and opera houses, where anonymous listing is 
rare indeed.)
Th e presence of altruistic reward and punishment as well as 
reputation building suggests that humans have deep-seated moti-
vation that cannot be explained merely by economic self-inter-
est. But is this genetically based? It is always diffi  cult to assign 
a genetic basis for human behavior. It can be shown that these 
behavior patterns exist in all societies examined, however primi-
tive or advanced, simple or complex, and isolated or otherwise. 
One idea for the evolution of these traits is cultural group selec-
tion.5 Confl ict and war can lead to the extinction of small socie-
ties, whereas altruistic behavior and cooperation have led to the 
development of more complex societies.6 So perhaps this is the 
basis of altruism: that we have learned from our elders, parents 
and mentors that cooperative behavior is valuable.7
So let us go back to reviewing. Perhaps the cost is not high 
enough to prevent people from not cooperating, though I doubt 
it. What about reputation building? Again, I doubt that this plays 
an important role in motivating reviewers because the recipro-
cal interaction is largely anonymous at most journals; one editor 
handles a manuscript and a reviewer may not even know who 
the editor is. Could reviewing be the equivalent of altruistic pun-
ishment? Th e idea of improving the quality of a manuscript by 
fi nding its defects could be construed to be analogous to altruistic 
punishment, but it seems somewhat far-fetched. What about cul-
tural group selection? I think this is the most likely explanation. 
All of us when we were ‘growing up’ in science were given papers 
by our mentors to review; we all felt delighted with the respon-
sibility, and our mentors, consciously or not, thought it was part 
of our scientifi c education. But, I believe that it became part of 
our moral education. Th e fact that reviewing is so widespread 
and that so many scientists agree to review makes one feel good 
to be part of this community.
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